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Though vivid memories of railroad workers and to-
bacco farmers may still spring to mind when one thinks 
about the mainstays of Virginia’s financial prosperity, 
these occupations have become distant reminders of the 
past as today’s economy transforms in important ways. 
The agricultural and industrial economy has given way to 
a knowledge-, innovation-, and creativity-driven economy 
that builds on ideas rather than railroad truss bridges, 
that creates websites and marketing campaigns rather 
than steam engines or washing machines. Innovative 
and creative people are the source of this new economy 
because it rests on ideas and innovation. Productive work 
in the creative economy draws on education and research 
rather than manual work on farms and in the field. Yet 
the creative economy also builds on the strengths of the 
past, and policymakers in small towns and large cities 
alike must pay attention to their region’s unique economic 
histories if they want it to be successful in the future.
The Commonwealth of Virginia offers good examples 
of how communities are both changing and taking advan-
tage of the emerging creative economy out of necessity. 
Virginia’s traditional economic staples, such as tobacco 
and manufacturing, have declined significantly in recent 
years. According to statistics from the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, the number of tobacco farms in Virginia 
dropped from 8,444 in 1992 to a mere 895 in 2007.1 Cities 
such as Danville, Va., that traditionally specialized in tex-
tile and furniture manufacturing have seen tremendous 
decline in industrial employment as jobs have moved 
overseas. Danville’s employment base has declined by 
about 11 percent since 1999.2 As a result, the unemploy-
ment rate in Danville is almost double that of the whole of 
Virginia. Even in Northern Virginia, the state’s most urban 
area, the economy has become much more dependent on 
knowledge-based sectors, such as information technology, 
computer programming, and marketing.
In recent years, some policymakers and academics have 
started to examine and explain these economic changes to 
learn what it takes to grow economies that are based on 
ideas rather than physical resources, giving a better idea 
about the role of creativity, arts, and culture in local eco-
nomic development and community revitalization. Locali-
ties across the commonwealth are developing innovative 
programs to attract and retain a skilled labor force and to 
promote local arts and culture. While the creative econo-
my certainly applies to urban areas, such as Arlington and 
Alexandria, it may also be a solution to shrinking manu-
facturing towns in Southwest Virginia and rural parts of 
the Blue Ridge Mountains. As this article will show, the 
creative economy is here to stay, with communities in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia taking advantage of it in vari-
ous ways—and serving as models for others to do so.
Heike Mayer is on leave from her position as co-
director of the Metropolitan Institute and associate 
professor of urban affairs and planning at Virginia 
Tech’s Alexandria Center. She studied at the Univer-
sity of Konstanz (Germany) and received a master’s 
degree and Ph.D. in urban studies from Portland 
State University. Her research interests focus on the 
factors shaping the economic competitiveness of 
cities and regions. In particular, she examines the in-
ternal strengths a city or a region has to develop its 
economy, leading to so-called endogenous develop-
ment. Mayer focuses on three themes, each address-
ing certain aspects of the endogenous potential: 
1) knowledge regions, 2) entrepreneurship, and 3) 
place-making and competitiveness in small towns 
(with Paul L. Knox).
Terry Holzheimer is director of economic develop-
ment for Arlington County. He is an adjunct faculty 
member in the urban affairs and planning program 
at Virginia Tech’s National Capital Region campus. 
He has previously held professional positions in 
Loudoun County, Va., and Dade County, Fla.; in the 
National League of Cities; and in a number of plan-
ning and real estate consulting firms. Holzheimer 
received his Ph.D. in public policy with a specializa-
tion in regional development from George Mason 
University. He is currently the chair of the Divisions 
Council of the American Planning Association and is 
a member of the College of Fellows of the American 
Institute of Certified Planners. 
The rise of the creative economy
The rise of the creative economy is a result of major 
economic and industrial transformations. The Bureau of 
Labor Statistics projects that by 2016, U.S. manufactur-
ing industries will have lost more than 4.5 million jobs 
since 1996. This reflects a decline of more than a quarter 
between 1996 and 2016. Service-providing industries like 
information technology, health care, and hospitality will 
gain an additional 15 million jobs between 2006 and 2016. 
By 2016, the U.S. economy will be dominated by service-
based industries (78.3 percent), while goods-producing 
industries will only account for 13.1 percent. Agriculture 
will be merely 1.2 percent of overall economic activity 
by 2016.3 These trends are not only affecting the United 
States—all major Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development-cited countries are seeing significant 
declines in manufacturing employment.4 There are many 
reasons why these shifts are taking place. For one, chang-
ing international trade regulations have led firms to move 
labor-intensive manufacturing jobs offshore to take ad-
vantage of low-cost locations. But globalization cannot be 
blamed for all these shifts: U.S.-based firms are upgrading 
their tools and machinery to become more productive and 
are able to downsize their operations. It is also important 
to note that manufacturing industries are increasingly in-
corporating high-value service activities and that the line 
between the two industries is blurring. 
The shift from the industrial to the creative economy 
has important implications for the labor force. In the cre-
ative economy, people are the most important resource. As 
a result, human capital is at a premium and the countries, 
regions, or cities that can capture the most innovative 
and creative people will have a competitive edge. Demo-
graphic changes also need to be considered. While the 
baby boomer generation is still supplying enough labor, 
subsequent generations are fewer in numbers. For ex-
ample, the group of 25 to 34 year olds, typically one of the 
most important segments in the labor force, is declining 
significantly and most metropolitan regions are losing this 
key group of workers.5 Mediating factors are the increase 
in women’s labor force participation and their gains in 
educational attainment, which has increased dramatically 
during the past decades. Now, 25– to 34–year-old women 
are more likely to have a four-year college degree than 
their male counterparts. These types of demographic and 
workforce changes have fueled the interest in the creative 
economy, and many people are considering the implica-
tions for public policy.
One of the most influential scholars of the creative 
economy is Richard Florida, director of the Martin Pros-
perity Institute and professor of business and creativity 
at the Rotman School of Management at the University of 
Toronto. In 2003, Florida published his book, The Rise of 
the Creative Class, which discusses the drivers behind the 
transformation of the economy. He proposes that today’s 
economy is fueled by certain occupations, ranging from 
super-creative occupations, such as computer program-
mers, engineers, life scientists, and artists, to creative 
professionals, such as managers, lawyers, and high-end 
sales people. He calls this group of knowledge workers 
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the creative class, which is comprised of individuals who 
are highly mobile and able to choose where they want to 
live. According to Florida, the creative class lives in those 
cities that are tolerant, diverse, and open to creativity. He 
argues that the location choice of this creative class leads 
to a city’s economic success, in contrast to the industrial 
economy, in which jobs follow people. Another charac-
teristic of this new economy is that the accumulation of 
human capital drives economic development. As a result, 
cities now have to pay attention to their attractiveness. 
Economic developers are heeding Florida’s call and have 
shifted their attention from attracting businesses to at-
tracting people. This new practice considers quality of life 
and livability as cornerstones of local economic develop-
ment.
Not every city attracts and retains the creative class. 
Richard Florida’s work analyzes the geographic location 
patterns of the creative class across all metropolitan areas 
in the United States. He created a series of indices that are 
strongly correlated with regional economic development 
and devised a ranking of creative class cities. The indices 
are based on three T’s of economic development: talent, 
technology, and tolerance. Talent encompasses the human 
capital capacity of a place and is measured by educational 
attainment. Technology describes the city’s high-technol-
ogy economy and is measured by the size and concentra-
tion of this industry. Tolerance encompasses the openness 
and diversity of a place and measures how accepting 
a city is of newcomers and outsiders, and is calculated 
based on its number of immigrants and gays. 
Florida and others have found that economic growth is 
highly correlated with these measures, particularly with 
measures of tolerance and diversity. He argues that those 
places that are tolerant have lower barriers to entry and 
therefore attract more creative-class people. Metropolitan 
areas such as Washington, D.C.; Raleigh-Durham; Bos-
ton; Austin; San Francisco; and Minneapolis rank high in 
terms of creative-class employment, while Youngstown 
and Scranton, cities representative of the old manufactur-
ing economy, rank very low. 
Creative-class theories focus on the underlying occupa-
tional structure of the creative economy and highlight the 
preferences and location dynamics of a certain population 
group. The shift toward the creative economy, however, 
also has brought increased attention to the role of arts and 
culture in society. In recent years, a wealth of studies has 
been published on the economic impact and contributions 
of arts and cultural organizations. In 2007, for example, 
Americans for the Arts—a nonprofit organization based 
in Washington, D.C.—released the report “Arts & Eco-
nomic Prosperity III: The Economic Impact of Nonprofit 
Arts and Culture Organizations and their Audience.” 
The study found a significant impact of arts and culture 
organizations on local economies. At the national level, 
these organizations generate $166.2 billion every year, 
supporting approximately 5.7 million full-time equivalent 
jobs. In Virginia, such communities as Alexandria and 
Arlington have a substantial presence of art and cultural 
organizations. For example, Alexandria-based organiza-
tions represent more than $13 million dollars in spending 
on the arts.6 
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Arts and culture can play an important role in small 
towns and rural places, especially in building on tradi-
tions and heritage and in reinforcing local identity.7 Across 
the United States, cultural heritage and traditions are wo-
ven into the social fabric of small towns and give meaning 
to their continued existence. In Minnesota, for example, 
small arts centers have invigorated small towns.8 These 
centers are platforms for social interaction and exchanges 
for residents and visitors alike, and they offer an outlet 
for creative expressions through arts classes, festivals, 
and interactions with artists-in-residence. Many of these 
centers are housed in old buildings that have been vacant 
and are now renovated. Arts centers have become impor-
tant anchors in downtowns that have experienced decay 
and decline.
Without question, creativity, art, and culture are power-
ful forces in our economy, and communities across the 
United States are preparing to take advantage of them. 
Michigan, for example, started to implement a creativity-
based redevelopment strategy in 2003. The initiative, 
called “Cool Cities,” offers incentives and financial as-
sistance to places battered by industrial decline.9 Neigh-
boring West Virginia targets the creative economy with its 
“Create WV” initiative.10 The Maine Arts Commission has 
an initiative to create Artist Live/Work/Retail Spaces to 
provide affordable spaces to live and work and to set up 
retail outlets. At the local level, Paducah, Ky., created an 
artist relocation program, attracting artists from across the 
country to an area of formerly dilapidated housing. Many 
of the creative economy initiatives have centered on arts 
and culture, but a few have focused on math, science, and 
engineering. One exception is Arlington, Va., which has 
branded itself as a center of research and science.
Occupational characteristics in Virginia
How does Virginia fare in the growth of the creative 
economy? What is the state’s competitive position na-
tionally? Furthermore, how does the distribution of the 
creative economy across the state differ, and what are the 
trends? Is the state gaining creative economy occupations, 
or is it losing ground? 
To answer these questions, we examined the creative 
economy of the commonwealth and collected data on a set 
of occupations that define the creative class.11 We found 
that Virginia very closely tracks national trends, although 
the location quotients, a measure of concentration relative 
to the national average, for several occupations are higher 
in Virginia than those at the national level.12 As well, 
creative-class occupations account for more than one-third 
of the nation’s total employment. Table 1 lists the top 10 
metropolitan areas in terms of their creative class occupa-
tions. The Washington, D.C., region’s share of creative-
Table 1: Creative-class employment in top 10 metropolitan areas in the United States, 2000
Source: U.S. Census
Metropolitan statistical area
New York-Northern New Jersey-Long Island, NY-NJ-CT-PA
Los Angeles-Riverside-Orange County, CA
Washington-Baltimore, DC-MD-VA-WV
Chicago-Gary-Kenosha, IL-IN-WI
San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose, CA
Boston-Worcester-Lawrence, MA-NH-ME-CT
Philadelphia-Wilmington-Atlantic City, PA-NJ-DE-MD
Dallas-Fort Worth, TX
Detroit-Ann Arbor-Flint, MI
Atlanta, GA
Total United States
Total employment 
in 2000
9,520,481
6,904,719
3,843,329
4,287,747
3,495,883
2,952,632
2,865,306
2,573,740
2,538,924
2,092,994
129,721,512
Creative class employment 
in 2000
3,669,236
2,340,886
1,739,126
1,519,484
1,517,717
1,240,376
1,052,479
9,22,762
855,508
782,844
42,873,513
Percentage share of 
creative economy
38.5
33.9
45.3
35.4
43.4
42.0
36.7
35.9
33.7
37.4
33.1
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class occupations is the highest at 45.3 percent. Other 
leading creative class cities are New York, Los Angeles, 
Chicago, San Francisco, and Boston.
Nearly 1.3 million people are employed in creative class 
occupations in Virginia (see Table 2). A large number of 
those people are employed in management, education, 
and business and finance operations. Looking at concen-
trations relative to the national level, however, Virginia 
ranks high in the category of life, physical, and social sci-
ence occupations. This is largely due to the heavy concen-
tration of research in Northern Virginia and in the cities 
and counties that are home to major research universities. 
Based on national averages, the commonwealth is over-
represented in the computer and mathematical, legal, 
management, and architectural and engineering occupa-
tions. Conversely, Virginia is somewhat underrepresented 
in healthcare practitioners and community and social 
service occupations.
As one might expect, there is a great deal of occupa-
tional difference throughout the state: creative economy 
occupations are not distributed evenly (Table 3). We calcu-
lated the so-called location quotient, which is a measure 
of concentration of occupations relative to the share of 
the same occupation at the national level. The greatest 
overall concentrations are in Northern Virginia, where the 
business management and financial operations, computer 
and mathematics, architecture and engineering, and legal 
occupations all have location quotients well above 1.0 in 
many jurisdictions. There is some specialization through-
out the state, however, and it is not all concentrated in 
Northern Virginia. For example, there are high concentra-
tions of workers in computer and mathematical (4.21) and 
architecture and engineering occupations (3.19) in King 
George County, largely due to the location of the Dahl-
gren Naval Surface Weapons Systems facility, the county’s 
largest employer. Several localities rank high in education 
Table 3: Creative economy jobs and location quotients, metropolitan areas in Virginia
Source: U.S. Census
Source: U.S. Census
Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA)
Blacksburg-Christiansburg-Radford
Charlottesville
Danville
Harrisonburg
Kingsport-Bristol
Lynchburg
Richmond
Roanoke
Virginia Beach-Norfolk-Newport News
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria (NOVA)
Winchester
Non-metropolitan Virginia
Total Virginia
Total United States
Creative economy 
location quotient, 2000
1.06
1.31
0.63
0.70
0.75
0.84
1.08
0.91
1.01
1.55
0.88
0.7
1.14
1.0
Number of creative 
economy jobs, 2000
22,112
36,838
10,237
13,830
9,940
30,146
192,534
42,779
226,778
585,952
12,509
107,947
1,291,602
42,873,513
Percentage growth of creative 
economy jobs, 1990-2000
41.7
63.1
27.2
46.7
50.2
39.4
46.6
35.5
38.3
44.4
55.0
41.7
32.2
33.1
Table 2: Creative-class occupations in Virginia, 2000
Creative-class occupations
Management
Business and financial operations
Computer and mathematical
Architecture and engineering
Life, physical, and social science
Community and social services
Legal
Education, training, and library
Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media
Healthcare practitioners and technical
Total creative economy occupations in Virginia
People employed 
in 2000
336,461 
180,383 
145,074 
77,610 
37,944 
48,532 
53,426 
197,881 
70,307 
143,984 
1,291,602 
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occupations, led by Lexington (2.79), Montgomery County 
(2.39), Radford (2.24), and Charlottesville (2.14), all major 
college or university locations. These communities also 
have high concentrations of persons in the life and physi-
cal sciences. Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and 
media occupations have high concentrations in Arlington 
(2.95), Montgomery (2.39), and Rappahannock counties 
(2.02) and the cities of Charlottesville (2.08), Alexandria 
(2.67), and Williamsburg (2.85). Overall, the Northern 
Virginia portion of the Washington, D.C., Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (MSA) has the highest regional location 
quotient of creative-economy occupations with an overall 
location quotient of 1.55, followed by the Charlottesville 
MSA at 1.31. The overall location quotient for creative oc-
cupations in Virginia was 1.14 in 2000.
The growth of creative-economy occupations is much 
more evenly distributed than one might think. While 
areas with high concentrations have drawn even more 
knowledge workers, those counties and cities with lower 
creative-economy location quotients have also seen 
substantial growth, including such old-economy cities as 
Danville. Between 1990 and 2000, all regions of Virginia 
tallied substantial growth in these occupations. Creative-
economy occupations in each MSA and in non-metro 
Virginia grew by more than 35 percent. Growth was paced 
by some of the smaller metro areas, including Charlot-
tesville (50.7 percent), Winchester (50.5 percent), and 
Kingston-Bristol (50.2 percent). The non-metro portions of 
the commonwealth recorded growth in creative occupa-
tions of 41.7 percent, increasing the number of these jobs 
by 31,775 even as the population increased by only 24,988. 
We expect that these trends have continued since the 2000 
Census data was collected. These patterns indicate that 
the nature of work has changed throughout the common-
wealth in all areas.
Creative local responses
Many localities in the Commonwealth of Virginia take 
advantage of the creative economy. The responses vary 
from initiatives that target the creative class in urban com-
munities to efforts in rural areas to promote Appalachian 
arts and craft. The diversity of ideas is important because 
there is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to developing 
public policy for local economic and community devel-
9Summer 2009  |  Virginia Issues & Answers
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opment. Successful development strategies need to be 
rooted in local strengths and assets and they should to be 
supported by local residents. Each initiative that follows 
displays these characteristics. It is too early to tell what 
the outcomes of these programs will be, but these commu-
nities are on the right track because they embrace a new 
paradigm of local economic development. 
Traditionally, local economic development efforts 
focused on attracting businesses from other places by 
handing out tax breaks and other types of incentives. 
These types of efforts, commonly known as “smokestack 
chasing,” proved to be ineffective because they led to a ze-
ro-sum competition between localities. Moreover, commu-
nities tended to become dependent on external resources 
and vulnerable to such economic shocks as plant closures 
and layoffs. Finally, as the economy became more global-
ized, there were fewer factories to chase as businesses 
sought low-cost locations abroad. Over time, some local 
policymakers have changed and begun to adopt other 
types of strategies that are more focused on strengthening 
local assets and resources. Building the creative economy 
can be a good alternative to simply attracting businesses. 
Urban communities in Northern Virginia are typically 
considered to be economic strongholds. They benefit from 
the presence of government agencies and a private sector 
that have seen strong growth for years. Arlington County 
is one such community. Its economy builds on the pres-
ence of firms that contract with federal government agen-
cies. These firms specialize in solving complex problems 
and developing advanced technologies, data systems, 
and high-tech applications for agencies like the Depart-
ment of Defense. Starting in 2002, the county’s economic 
development agency, Arlington Economic Development, 
conducted a series of focus groups and strategic studies to 
examine its economic development potential. The studies 
revealed Arlington’s strengths in research and develop-
ment for homeland security, defense, telecommunications, 
and bioinformatics.13 With a wealth of federal research 
agencies that include the National Science Foundation, 
the Defense Advanced Research Agency, and the Office of 
Naval Research, the government science and research sec-
tor has a significant presence. The academic community 
is also well represented by the Virginia Tech Advanced 
Research Institute (ARI) and the George Mason University 
schools of public policy and law. Finally, the private sector 
provides a solid base of technology companies and policy 
organizations. 
Economic developers in the county came to understand 
that their most important assets were the researchers, 
scientists, and engineers working in Arlington-based 
firms, universities, and government agencies. Realizing 
that Arlington’s brand was brainpower—nearly 70 per-
cent of the adults in the community have college degrees 
and more than 30 percent hold advanced degrees—the 
county set out to market itself as a location for the best 
and the brightest. Posters at Metro subway stops across 
the regions of Washington, D.C., highlighted individual 
researchers and scientists who actually worked in Ar-
lington. The county’s efforts go beyond marketing; it is 
creating a livable and urban environment along its major 
thoroughfare, the Ballston-Rosslyn-Corridor. The corridor, 
which has won accolades in the urban-planning commu-
nity, helps create a vibrant and entertaining atmosphere, 
something that is valued by creative professionals. Arling-
ton’s efforts to target creative occupations have paid off: 
groundbreakings took place this spring on a new home 
for DARPA and on a new Virginia Tech research building 
that will include the ARI. Many defense and homeland 
security agencies and contractors expanded into Arling-
ton after the county became one of the national models 
for threat detection, response, and recovery following the 
attacks of Sept. 11, 2001. By investing in smart infrastruc-
ture, the policymakers of Arlington have made it a unique 
test bed for the new technologies being developed by 
the same innovative people who developed the Internet, 
global positioning systems, and stealth technology. For 
Arlington, at least, the brainpower marketing campaign 
seems to be a smart economic development tool.
Other cities in the commonwealth also have programs 
to attract and retain young professionals. In Lynchburg, 
for example, the group Young Professionals of Central 
Virginia provides a forum for networking. Events range 
from coffee talks every Friday at a local cafe to volunteer-
ing with the United Way. In Roanoke, similar events are 
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organized by a group called NewVaConnects, which was 
created as an affiliate of the Roanoke Regional Chamber 
of Commerce in 2006. In contrast to Arlington, these cities 
focus on how to attract and retain creative professionals in 
more peripheral locations. They especially tout quality-of-
life factors, including low-cost housing, outdoor ameni-
ties, and less traffic congestion.
The creative potential of a community can also be har-
nessed to initiate community change. Roanoke is currently 
pioneering an effort, the Creative Connectors project, to 
use its creative potential to shape the region’s future by 
bringing together 30 community leaders to spearhead 
efforts to improve the region’s economic and community 
development. The efforts are guided by the Creative Class 
Group, a consulting company led by Richard Florida. At 
the kick-off meeting in April 2009, the 30 leaders formed 
four initiatives and are now developing programs and 
events around these strategies. The four initiatives are 
CNR 2030: Growing a Carbon-Neutral Region; 81 Reasons 
to Connect; The Spirit of Tolerance and Art in the Region; 
and YEA! Youth Experiencing the Amenities. The effort is 
coordinated by Stuart Mease, a special projects coordina-
tor for the City of Roanoke. One of Mease’s charges was 
to promote Roanoke to 18 to 34-year-olds, and to do so, 
he set up MySpace and Facebook websites and organized 
bus trips for Virginia Tech students to visit Roanoke. 
The Creative Connector project is now reaching into the 
population and training leaders to initiate change at the 
community level. Mease hopes that the four initiatives 
will be implemented by the creative connectors and, in the 
long term, that the project will create a model of economic 
development that engages more people to address future 
economic challenges. He calls the model “very non-
traditional. It focuses on place and its people in driving 
sustainable, long-term prosperity.” 
 Indeed, focusing on the unique character of a place 
and its people is vital in creative economy strategies and 
especially relevant for small towns and rural areas of the 
commonwealth. Many towns and villages in Appalachia 
have struggled to replace declining employment in coal 
mines and farming with alternative opportunities. Some 
of these communities are banking on the power of creativ-
ity, arts, and culture as well as livability and rural ameni-
ties. The examples that follow highlight the best practices 
for more rural locations to benefit from an economy that 
is based more on ideas and people rather than on natural 
resources. 
Southwest Virginia, for one, has a rich cultural heritage, 
with famous bluegrass musicians like Ralph Stanley call-
ing the area home. Crafts also have always been part of 
the Appalachian way of life, and many artisans work in 
the region. Local leaders recognized the potential benefit 
of traditional arts and culture to community economic 
development. In 2003, the idea was born to trace Appala-
chia’s musical heritage along a trail, and the result is the 
Crooked Road.14 The trail goes through 10 counties and 
includes stops in three cities and 10 towns, and more than 
nine music venues host concerts and festivals. The small 
town of Floyd, for example, hosts a bluegrass jamboree in 
11Summer 2009  |  Virginia Issues & Answers
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the local country store every Friday night, and each week, 
hundreds of visitors flock to the town and enjoy flatfoot 
and clog dancing. Local restaurants, art studios, and 
nearby wineries also benefit from the visitors, and what 
used to be a small rural town in the middle of Appalachia 
is now on the map as one of the premier bluegrass and 
country music sites. 
Other efforts complement the Crooked Road. In 2004, 
Gov. Mark Warner’s Virginia Works Initiative allocated 
$100,000 in Appalachian Regional Commission funds 
to help develop an artisan initiative. What emerged is a 
network called Round the Mountain that promotes and 
assists local artisans.15 The goal is to develop the region’s 
heritage and cultural tourism and to showcase local crafts. 
Today, 19 counties and four cities are part of the network, 
and an online craft registry lists more than 220 artisans. 
The group, which also developed the Wythe/Bland Ar-
tisans Trail and Heritage Trail, is offering education and 
entrepreneurial assistance. Crooked Road and Round the 
Mountain are great examples of the strategies used by 
the policymakers of small towns and rural communities 
to highlight their unique cultural histories and leverage 
them for development.
Some communities also hope to entice natives who 
have left their community to move back. An outstanding 
example of this type of effort is Smyth County’s Return to 
Roots program.16 The program serves as information por-
tal to interested individuals looking for jobs in Southwest 
Virginia, allowing job seekers to browse openings. Funded 
through the Tobacco Commission, Return to Roots is 
reaching out through college alumni networks and even 
online social networking sites.
As the previous examples illustrate, communities of all 
shapes and sizes in Virginia are taking advantage of the 
creative economy and its implications for demographic 
and industrial change. It does not matter if the community 
encompasses a large, fast-paced, growing urban economy 
or if it is shaped by a slower, more rural pace of life. Large 
urban areas may better be able to take advantage of the 
creative class, but small rural places may benefit from arts 
and heritage. Strategies to foster the creative economy 
have to fit to the local context, and these examples give 
options for doing so. 
Conclusion
The creative economy is here to stay and leaders 
throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia are taking 
advantage of it in various ways. Traditional manufactur-
ing towns, such as Danville, Martinsville, and Roanoke, 
have suffered in the transformation from an industrial to 
a creative economy. The loss of numerous jobs that have 
fed many generations of local families is heartfelt and 
severe, and it will not be easy for these towns to transition 
to a creative economy. However, given the inevitability 
of the structural changes in the economy, statewide and 
local policymakers must think about what the creative 
economy has in store.
The data presented in this article illustrate that the na-
ture of jobs and occupations is changing in all parts of the 
state, within both traditional and developing industries. 
For example, there will always be service jobs that may be 
considered outside the creative economy, such as refuse 
collectors, retail clerks, and hotel maids, yet even these 
jobs have elements of customer service and innovation 
The Crooked Road
Virginia’s Heritage Music Trail
12 Virginia Issues & Answers  |  Summer 2009
w
w
w
.v
ia
.v
t.e
du
that will change them over time. The data also strongly 
suggest that jobs in the creative occupations will clearly 
grow to become an ever-increasing portion of the overall 
economy, at all levels and throughout the country and the 
commonwealth.
In the creative economy, innovative people are the key 
to economic growth and development. What do an artist, 
an engineer and a healthcare worker have in common? 
Education—another support factor that distinguishes the 
creative economy from the industrial economy. In fact, the 
expanding creative economy requires knowledge workers 
who must obtain ever-higher levels of continuous educa-
tion. One creative economy strategy would be for poli-
cymakers to focus on education at all levels: pre-schools, 
K-12, and colleges and universities. A recent article on 
high school dropouts in Virginia showed that 11.9 percent 
of any cohort fails to graduate.  The commonwealth needs 
to increase resources to produce stronger outcomes—such 
as test scores, graduation rates, and percentage continuing 
on to college—at each level in order to be competitive in 
the future.
Furthermore, creative people are mobile and can choose 
where they want to live. They value livability and qual-
ity of life. In the urban context, this implies that cities 
develop compact, urban environments that offer a vari-
ety of options for entertainment. Suburban sprawl is the 
antithesis to what the creative class values. Creative-class 
workers who choose rural environments value access to 
open space, outdoor opportunities, small town identity, 
and social networks they can relate to. Making places 
livable and attractive will be an important task for urban 
planners and economic developers. To ensure livability, 
policymakers also need to support arts, culture, and heri-
tage, in both rural and urban areas. 
This article offers detailed data on the creative economy 
and Virginia’s distinctive worker profile as well as several 
key examples of cities, towns, and rural areas that have 
put the creative economy to work. Policymakers should 
look closely at their own constituencies to find ways to 
implement the creative economy and to ensure a better 
tomorrow for their locales.
In summary, to take full advantage of the benefits of 
a creative economy, policymakers at the state and local 
levels need to consider the following:
1. Cities of all sizes have distinctive economic and 
social histories. Policymakers need to look at what kind 
of economy and culture already exist in their areas to find 
the strengths and assets to build upon. For example, in a 
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more urban area, are there resources to attract the creative 
class? Or, in a more rural area, are there tourism opportu-
nities that can be explored?
2. The creative economy is driven by talented and 
skilled individuals. Policymakers need to invest in educa-
tion at all levels. K-12 education is important because it is 
the basis on which to build more specialized skills. Post-
secondary education gives people specific skills. Often 
forgotten are offerings in continuing education because 
lifelong learning will become more important in the fu-
ture. One important area of focus should also be decreas-
ing the state’s dropout rates.
3. The creative class values livability and quality of life. 
Policymakers need to take this into account when mak-
ing decisions about the look and feel of our communities. 
People like strong and viable downtowns and quality 
neighborhoods. The creative class likes open space but 
also values what cities have to offer. Policymakers should 
embrace bold visions for sustainable urban planning.
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